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Author's Notes: 
hi. I'm joining the BOC fandom. 


if there are some things that seem totally unexplained, don't worry. if's intentional. | accidentally came up with 
too much lore in the midst of writing this and i'm currently working on other fics in this universe to make up 
for it. be on the lookout for those when i eventually finish them. hope this is a good christmas gift and exactly 


what you wanted xx. 

this gets bloody in parts btw. 

btw btw, in the section near the end where allen is speaking gibberish, it's actually caesarian cipher and should 
be decodable if i did it right. also, all references are completely period-relevant. not important, but i'm just 


proud of myself for learning enough about Pinochet's revolution to make small talk out of it. okay, enough of 
me rambling, on with the show! 


September 1116 


A hot orange sun rose over the wastes of New Arizona, crossing over black leather boots strewn across the 
ground. A hand rose over the horizon, deftly swept them up. Such quality would fetch a high price in some 
save-haven city market stall. In Phoenix he'd certainly get good money for them. Finally have some tithe to 
give to the Center Temple, pay his dues to Vera and the last Geminari. 

Not now. Now was the endless sun, the time for rest. His companion was setting the tent as he stared at his 
findings. Funny to find them on their own like this, with no body in sight. Too good fo leave behind, he thought a 
moment too late. 

The world went black, but the heat never dissipated 

Buck Dharma sat up, nursing a brain-split headache. The air was unusually damp, the telltale smell of mildew 
and moisture clinging to rock. Between the dark and the lingering dizziness he couldn't make out any detail, no 
escape hatch with which to slip through, nor any door where light could stream in. Perhaps it was night 
already, and he'd slept through the day with perfect Gemini training. 

Fight if, Buck thought. He stood on shaky legs, one hand on what felt like a steel wall, balancing himself. He'd 
practiced for situations like this, knew the drill well: one breath in, to stabilize the heart; one breath out, to 
tune the psyche to the space he inhabited. One in, one out, an anchor to this time and place. 

The spinning in his head stopped, and his headache dissipated somewhat. 

Buck grinned, a slight rush of dopamine dissipating the pain He yet wasn't a Geminarus by any means -- far 
from one -- but for someone of his age he was apparently far ahead of his peers. That hardly meant 
anything to him, considering that the Geminari he knew -- the only ones left alive, anyway -- were in their 
TOs, though internally aged far beyond their years, and he didn't expect to make it to 1980 at this rate. At 
least he'd mastered the anti-stress response. 

Buck's vision remained black, unable to adjust. Rather than try to blindly grope around the room in search of 
an exit, he shut his eyes, visualised an infinite set of lines extending from his center, touching every point in 
the room. Physiokinetic sight. An image of the space set in his mind's eye: metal door on the left with a small 
barred window just out of his reach, three blank walls, one cot fitted with lice-infested sheets. The usual for 
whatever gang trap he'd fallen into this time. 

Details came into focus as he sensed. There was a bent section in the side of the door, a bulge wide enough to 
fit three fingers in. Someone else had broken out of here, and they'd left some leverage behind. 

The hall beyond was quiet. Now was his chance. 

Buck turned and crouched by the cot, searching over one of the legs for screwholes. Two were already empty, 
lucky him, and one was loose enough that he twisted it out by hand. The last screw was set in tight. No 
matter, since he had his-- 

His tools were gone. 

Of course they'd take them. Why leave a prisoner with the keys to his freedom? 

He searched his pockets, all of them. Even the ones within his jacket were zipped open, leaving only lint inside. 
These raiders mustve been thorough Odd that he still had his leather on him, though; it was fine leather, not 
expensive but fine, and surely they would've stripped it off his back when they brought him in. 

Whatever. Buck was crafty. Rattling the leg out was a no-go, since his endless experiences with war leftovers 
had taught him that any Gl piece of metal was cheap, rusted, and creaked like a goddamn banshee. He switched 
to Option B: unscrew it with the zipper on his jacket. It was his failsafe, one that had saved him on countless 
occasions, such as this one. The leq came off with the slightest of metal creaks (prompting him to sit frozen, 
just to make sure he hadn't alerted anyone) before he stood and jammed the tapered end in the bent crevice. 


After trying to break the lock quietly for ten minutes, Buck said to himself, "Fuck it," and pushed as hard as 
he could against the door. It snapped open with a loud clang, which in turn sent a blinding wave of light into the 
room. 

Forgoing sight entirely, Buck relied on physiokinesis. The lights -- fifteen in immediate range, apparently 
activated by movement -- stretched down a seemingly unending hallway, a repeating row of doors and 
flickering fluorescents in both directions. Massive facility he was in, he figured, far beyond expected. 

Mustve been a pre-war burker, he thought as he started off down the hall, finally opening his light-adjusted 
eyes after a few steps. Despite the length his steps didn't echo, instead falling thick with a sound like rubber- 
on-rubber. Nothing moved in the cells he passed by. Surely, in a place this well-maintained, with walls still 
glossy and doors bright silver, he couldn't possibly be alone, but the scene surrounding him spoke to the 
contrary. Even the office-space looking room beside the stairwell (thank Vera) had its lights on, but the desks 
were dusty, papers undisturbed. He would have gore in to investigate, had the door not been locked by an 
incomprehensible keypad, suitable perhaps for those two men in black he'd met all those months ago. 

The FBI had long since ceased to exist, and he presumed FORTUNE. had gone down with it, yet the memory of 
a black tie and chrome Wayfarers would live on in this new world as a legend, a tall tale told around campfires. 
Buck turned his gaze upwards, to the tall line of stairs above him. He was on the lowest level, separated from 
any sign of life by a dozen flights. Exploring this level was pointless, he figured. Nowhere left to go but up. 

The grunt's head cracked against a stone pillar, knocking out at least two of his canine implants. He crumpled to 
the ground, unswept concrete, gritting his teeth from the pain and the mental image of sandgrit adhering itself 
to the miniscule gaps on his back. He'd never get this jacket clean now. 

A silver barrel flashed before his eyes, held aloft by one Eric Bloom. He clicked the safety off, curled one 
finger around the trigger. 


"lm going to ask you one last time," Eric said, "who do you work for?" 


"| spoke my piece already." The grunt spit blood on the floor. "I ain't telling you shit, raider.” 

"That's rich coming from you and your biker buddies over there.” Eric nodded to his right, where Allen Lanier 
and the rest of the Santos Sisters (misleading name, given none of them had even seen a woman for at least 
eight months) had the grunts crew surrounded. 


"Am | supposed to be threatened by you?" 
"If you want to be. All | want is answers." 


"You're not getting a word out of-" 
Eric placed one thick boot on the grunt's chest and kneeled forward. "Talk. Yes or no?" 
Fine boots you've got," the grunt choked. "You're rich travelers, aren't you? This is prewar material, yeah?" 


"Quit stalling." 
"Why waste your energy wasting the starved masses? You've got all you could want. Were the ones who fight 
for the smallest scraps of food." 


"And yet you shot my men and hijacked my friend." 


"As though you're any better." 


"Wouldn't you like to know." 
The grunt smiled, teeth chipped and stained with beer and blood. "Stall I'm saying. If each of us set aside his 
differences and saw the light, you know, we wouldn't have a need for any of this business. We'll all be the 


same meat at the Return" 


"Listen," Eric gritted, resisting the urge to roll his eyes, "do you superior religious believe in eternities?” 
"Nah. We're not gullible enough for that." 


A shot rang out, exploding the grunts forehead with a wave of brain matter and bone shards. Red splattered 
over Eric's calves, then drained off into a divot in the floor, a mesh grate that ran to an ancient water 
treatment plants collection pool. Why it was there, he didn't care to know. 

Eric shook the gore off his legs and stood beside Allen, facing the other prisoners of battle. "You want to do 
the honors?" he asked. 

"Sure" A ghost of a smile passed over Allen's face, but faded just as fast. Within their hierarchy, he'd taken 
on the role of deal-maker, brought on by his former role as negotiator with Pearlman, may he rest in the 
Great Depths. 

A gun was passed to Allen's hand, though he had no intention of using it. "Look at me, all of you." 


Eight sets of bloodshot eyes turned towards Allen and Eric. 

"Here's the deal," he spoke, voice even. "This is Santos territory now. Whatever you guys are, you'll have to 
leave. Option one, you can talk, and we'll let you go with everything except your bikes. No other strings. Option 
two is you sit quiet, and end up like your pal over there. Are we-- look at me. Do we all agree on this?" 

The other grunts looked over one another nervously. For a moment, Allen saw himself, perhaps five years 
younger, in one of their faces. Or even himself a year ago, in those first painful months of food shortages and 
cheap jackets, always sweating under the sun and threatening to faint from constant dehydration and near- 
starvation. There was fear in their eyes, fear that wouldn't ever leave them. Perhaps the one Eric shot had 
some point in his rambling. 

Or not. It was hard to tell with heat-exhausted religo-freaks. 

Allen pushed the thoughts out. "Any takers?" 


One of the stragglers, small and white-haired, piped up. "They went to the land of news." She smiled a similarly 


broken grin. 
"And that is...2" 


“Balthazar's lair." 
The grunts began to laugh like a pack of wild hyenas, hoarse and unrestrained. Whatever clue Allen thought 
he'd gotten was some joke to them, a bright red herring. "Hey, Ryder?" Allen called to their man by the door. 


"Let ‘em free. This is pointless." 


"What the hell?" hissed Eric. "They're going to give our position away." 
"You honestly think that?" 
"They clearly run for someone." 


"Look at them." The two men glanced at the group, who, while being led out into the bright outdoors, still 
hadn't stopped snickering. "They're delirious, or crazy, or idiots, or some combination of the above. If the heat 
doesn't do them in, the killpacks will." 

"Fine. But if this comes back to bite us, I'm leaving you out for the vamps." 


"You've been saying that for months, man," Allen huffed. "Have some follow-through once in a while." 
"Tell the others to do a sweep of this area. Don't want any more unexpected surprises.” 
"What're you going to do about him?" Allen pointed to the wet body in the corner. 


‘Leave him for a bit. The heat will evaporate some of it, and you know they're a bitch to move when wet." 


"Right. And Buck?" 


"Buck." Eric stiffened. "What about him?" 
"Who do you think it was this time?" 
‘I've given up guessing. Seems like every other gang in this world wants to be the one to end the Veranites." 


“Shouldn't we start keeping track of them?" 


"What, the antis? Ail of them?" Allen nodded. "No point. They're like if hydras were televangelists. We haven't 
even gotten rid of most of ‘em, just hit one of their packs and ran away before the cavalry could follow.’ 


"We're not doing very well, are we?" 


"To say the least.” 

"Suppose we're doing slightly better now that we've got all this" Allen motioned upward. They were standing on 
the bottom floor of a former grain silo that, for reasons lost to time, had been converted into a living/working 
space. Like a desert lighthouse, floors had been built from mesh grate plated with wood and styrofoam. 
"Maybe there's a nice basin somewhere you can dunk in" 


"What, you mean like..?" Eric gestured vaguely. 


Allen mirrored the gesture. "The gift" They were referring to Buck's latent psychic abilities. If there was a 
better term for it, Buck hadn't yet used it in casual conversation. 

| don't have the gift. He told me himself” 

Allen tried to remember if he'd had this same conversation before, or if the heat was getting to him. "Couldn't 
you force a connection, though?" he asked Eric. "Try to latch on to his output. You know what l'm saying?" 


"It doesn't work like that, man. Besides, it takes a lot out of him to connect like that. Even if | could, if he's in 
some mess right now the worst thing | could do is distract him." 

"Fine, fine." 

They lapsed into silence, listening to distant chatter and the ringing in their own ears. They were rare, quiet 
moments such as these. Living on the run in broad daylight fucked with your senses, put your nerves on high 
alert at all hours of the day until they were charred and snapped at the smallest stimuli. Allen wondered, at 
times, if his life was like that of the Neolithic humans, the ones who hadn't yet figured out complex things like 
farming or empathy. The ones who spent every day moving, hunting, never knowing if they'd be done in come 
morning. Only then, the only monsters that roamed were wolves, and the spirits of the night were mere myth. 
"You should clean that up," Allen muttered. 

Eric glanced at the body in the corner. "Yeah." 

While Allen set off to scope the upper levels, Eric pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket and set about 
extracting whatever was salvageable from the dead body. The boots were cheap; he left those untouched. The 
grunt had a few switchblades and waterpacks with him. All but one were still intact. The jacket, with blood 
caking to it, turned out to be an Ashland Wettrex, a coveted model made just days before the Night Terminus. 
Made in such a way that heat rolled straight through you, like your own personal AC. No wonder the fucker 
seemed so comfortable earlier, when Eric had first met his gang. The others were wilting in the heat while he 
stood strong. 

With some difficulty he pried the jacket off and left it to dry. The body he simply dragged outside to be eaten 
by the yotes, or some other roving group, be they vamps, cannibals, or whatnot. 

Allen, meanwhile, took one of the more recent additions to the group, Myles, with him, in the hopes that he'd 
be able to reconnect the security system wired in the sand outside. A mere teen lost in the badlands, Myles 
had mentioned some propensity for technology. Allen sought to put his skills to use somehow. 

The two now stood on what may or may not have been the fifth floor of the silo/base (Kimball and Marcus, 
outside on watch duty, were in the midst of an argument on whether or not the ground level constituted as a 
floor), standing on a secondary landing that led to a large pressurized hatch. Partially built into the ceiling, it 
seemed to lead into the conical upper section of the silo. It had no clear opening mechanism, however, leaving 
the two stuck. 

"You're very insistent on getting in here," remarked Allen. 

Myles ran a hand over the metal, pounded once. "There's something inside," he muttered. "| heard an echo." 


"Anything in this place'll echo if you hit it like that” 

"No, it- it sounds like a big room. | can tell." 

"Yeah?" 

‘Im not as helpless as you think | am. 

"Right," Allen scoffed, ignoring the non-sequitur. "You're seventeen, and | found you on the bank of the one 
river in Arizona deep enough to drown in" 


"Whatever." Myles ran his hand against the edge of the hatch, finding a pressure point at the space where the 


wall and ceiling met. He pressed down, but nothing happened. He tried again to no avail 


Allen kicked the door, startling Myles. A momentary metallic echo rang in his ears. "Dead end" 
"I think the power's out. Swhy its so damn hot in here." 
"Not because we're in a tin can in the middle of the desert, no." 


"There's vents everywhere. Like there" -- Myles pointed to a grate set into the wall, near the hatch -- "and 
in about a dozen other places. You and that other one, man, you're so cynical." He muttered the last part. 

A hard remark rested on Allen's tongue, but he held back. "We live off rationality. Its what, y'know, it keeps us 
alive. It's less cynicism and more whether something is worth the time and energy to investigate, or if it's 


something that'll blow up in our faces." 


"Sure" Myles stood and started down the ladder. "I think one of the sheds next door is a generator hub. | could 
maybe start it back up." 


"Maybe." 


"Give me a few hours. If | don't make any progress before sundown I'll give up, alright?" He picked up a worn 
bag of tools and his personal satchel, two burdens that weighed down his lithe figure. 

Allen watched the teen descend one flight, then two. He didn't move to follow. He was thirty, dammit, not some 
caretaker. There were things to be done, places to be. Other shit that needed fixing over the power and this 
damn door. As if-- 

He followed after Myles. 

Myles had had to break into the nearby shed, as suggested by the split chain on the door and fresh metal 
shavings littering the sand. They glinted off the sun, threatening to melt in the heat and merge with the sand. 
The door was half ajar, blazing hot. 

Inside, Myles was crouched by a torn-off metal sheet, mending a broken wire that connected it to a larger 
mainframe, some kind of control panel for the generator that sat in the middle of the space. It was tall, 
cylindrical, fitted with tubes and half-translucent sections like something from Star Trek He touched two wires 
together, mesmerized by the spark that flitted between them. Off in the back, one panel glowed for a second, 
then returned to its dead state. 

Allen looked between the technology before him, and the teen off to his side. "You even know how to make 


heads ‘n tails of this thing?" he asked. 


"I can figure it. Used to screw around with arcade cabinets. Y'know, rewire them so you could use them like 


digital canvases. | once wired one to be so bright we nearly blinded my shop teacher." 


"Yeah?" Allen ran a hand down the main part of the generator. Even without power it vibrated slightly. The 
feeling reminded him of an echoing guitar, once an experience but now a melancholic memory. 


"Yep. Can you hand me that wrench, the one next to- no, the other one." 


Allen moreso kicked the wrench towards him than handed it off. "How do you know how to rewire... this. 


Whatever this is. What you're doing right now." 


| almost had my GED. Then, well.. you know. Guess it's nice to have some use for my skills, right?" 
It wasn't an explanation, really, but Allen didn't press. "It is. Never thought you'd get to apply yourself, huh?" 


"| did for a while, even after the power in my town went out." Myles twisted a thin piece of plastic around a 
bundle of wires and shoved the whole mess into a niche. "Stayed at home. I'd rigged a defense system around 
my yard. Chain-link fence strapped with a car battery. | used to switch it on the middle of the night and watch 
the vamps fry." 

"Twisted little mind you've got, huh?" 

"Says you and your company. | watched your friend shoot that guy earlier." 


"What about it?" 


"| dunno," Myles shrugged. "I guess | like you more than him. You're not so trigger-happy.” 

"There's reasons for that" A flash of thick jungle passed through Allen's psyche. Blood. Wet hands. He wiped a 
layer of sweat off his brow. "Eric's not like that, either. l'm just not the type to do the deed, as it is." 

"But he's got no qualms about it” 


"Why do you care, kid? Its how we survive. Our life, now. And aside from moments of goodwill" -Allen motioned 
to Myles- "it doesn't pay to be vulnerable, or charitable. We're all we have. Eric's just rough ‘cause he- well, | 
guess we all do. We're protecting Buck." 

That caught Myles's attention. "Why's he so special?" 

Shit, have | said too much? Allen thought. "He's... they're close, the two of them. Have been for a long time. We 
used to be in a band. You might have heard of us. Blue Oyster Cult?" 

"| never listened to the radio. Didn't say anything of use." 

Weird kid 

"Well, anyway, we were doing well, touring, selling records. Then some friends of ours tried to kill us, and then 
the world went to shit, and, well, it's just the three of us now." 

"Is it something that happens to you often?" 


"What? Fame?" 


"That that friend of yours goes missing." Sparks from the wires glinted off of Myles's glasses, shielding his 
eyes for a moment. Almost reminiscent of a shadow-man. "Heard you say-" 

Allen sneered. "You're a little sneak, aren't you? Eavesdropping, poking around, finding all these weird little nooks 
and crannies." He stood over the teen, watched as he reconnected cleanly cut wires. "Just who are you, kid?" 

"I told you. I'm from Polacca, my parents are dead, | got bitten by a vampire once, and | know how to rewire a 
fuckin’ mainframe." Myles clutched a wrench tight in one hand, a potential weapon. His arms, though, were bare 
skin, bore no signs of psychic marks or cult membership tats. 

“Alright, then" 

"Look, you don't need to stand over me, yeah? I've nearly finished. You go up there and see if the hatch opens 
Now." 

Like Hil take orders from.. Allen left the shed quietly, trying to make sense out of anything that had just 
occurred. If the kid was some kind of plant and/or spy, it was best to play along and beat him at his own 


game, rather than show his suspicions and fall into a trap. Then again, he had no way of knowing that he 
wasn't walking into a trap that very moment. Whatever lied beyond that hatch was dangerous, clearly coveted. 
It would be a mistake not to follow the thread to its end. 

Back on the 5 Vath floor, he found the pressure points Myles had pointed out before; this time, they clicked 
into place. With a pneumatic hiss the hatch swung open, revealing a dark room that housed a massive 
computer system with a dozen screens and a mainframe large enough to take up one wall. It was the most 
sophisticated system Allen had ever seen, even the footage he'd seen from NASA didn't quite reach this. He 
didn't dare step inside, not knowing how -- or if -- the hatch could be reopened if he did. 

"Go in," Myles ordered. 


Allen spun around. "How you'd get here so--" 


Myles nudged Allen forward with a handgun (where the hell). "I said, go in 

Hesitantly, Allen complied, mentally cursing himself. He backed against one wall and watched as Myles sat 
before the largest of the screens, one hand on the keyboard and the other still holding the gun up. In a 
moment the system was booting up, matching cobalt lights popping up one by one. The largest screen displayed 
one dot, then a line, which multiplied to a grid-matrix populated with triangles and squares of bright green 
Radar grid. Where the satellite for the system was remained a mystery. Perhaps that dent on the roof was a 
dish, not an impact crater like he'd thought. 

On-screen, a cluster of dots emerged from the left side of the field. If the asterisk in the center was the silo, 
then, it seemed, it wouldn't be long before that cluster hit. 

In the distance, Allen heard the sounds of approaching engines, and knew, once and for all, he was fucked. 

He should've stayed put and waited. 

Twenty minutes ago, Buck was perfectly safe. Just fine. Stuck in a room that he was sure would give him black 
mold poisoning, sure, but relatively speaking in the clear. 

Four empty floors had given him a false sense of security, lured him like deer into a quiet meadow only to be 
shot moments later. His physiosense had led him to another abandoned office, this one empty and mostly 
cleared of any material save for a single handgun and a keycard, which gave him access to a lift that led to 
the top level. 

His first mistake was not checking for laser-sensors. 

His second was picking a floor. 

Unbeknownst to him, the moment he'd stepped past the chrome doors a gang of shadow-men on LVI3 got a 
blinking red light on the edge of their control panels and a camera feed running from the corner of the lift, 
pointed straight at the back of Buck's head. 

They were waiting for him on LVB by the time the doors slid open Didn't even get a chance to blink. 

Someone ripped a bag off Buck's head, dragging burlap across his face. He was steel-cable tied to a chair 
(hardly a surprise, fifth time it had happened since January), facing a group of black-suited shadow-men and a 
blinding white hangar-like room. Two of them seemed familiar, even despite their shades and overly groomed 
hair. 

"Joe?" Buck asked wearily, squinting hard. 

"Still wrong," replied the Bassist Formerly Known as Joe Bouchard. "It's Pollux to you." 


"Right, | forgot. Your special codenames.” Buck cracked a smile, which, to his delight, made the not-Bouchard 
brothers scowl. 
Another shadow stepped forward. His suit was completely black, setting him apart from his white-shirted 


companions. "State your purpose here, Veranife" 


"State yours. With me, | mean" 
"Why should we? You're the one who entered our domain unannounced and disrupted the entropy readings. 


We've since counterbalanced, of course, but it remains that you've ruined a lot of fine work with your energy.” 


"Alright," Buck replied, as though that cleared up anything. He vaguely recalled some of the terms from the 
night the Bouchards revealed their true natures, but within that word salad they didn't make any sense To 
him. 


"Is there some reason you came here?" 


Buck shrugged. "Someone down the line said that Phoenix is a refuge for the southern stragglers. A safe haven 


from monsters, and... others." 


The shadow-man glared. "No other reason, then? Not the words of some other informant?" 
"What?" 


"Your deify, the cursed woman, she hasn't spoken of the city in her so-called prophecies?" 
"No." Blatant lie. 


"Has she also-" 


"Would you cut the shit, man?" Buck snapped. "You dragged me here, you tied me up, you've got some religious 
vendetta with me, yadda yadda. Fine. Get on with it and stop it with the elevated speech." 

"Told you he was jumpy," the Drummer Formerly Known as Albert Bouchard whispered to one of his suit-clad 
companions. 

| know what you're doing," the shadow-man continued. "Interrupting my thoughts. Infuriating me. Trying to 
lower my mental defense and get into my head. Perhaps it would be of some use to you to know there are 
antiphysio fields installed in every part of this facility. You're no stronger than any of us." 

"Alright." 


"You're-- alright?" 
"Yeah, I'm doing fine" The cables around Buck's wrists shifted. Shadow over here was also lying. 


The shadow-man regained his composure. "You remember who we are, yes? The power we hold over this 


country?" 
"All too well" 


"Then again | ask, why risk yourself by revealing your position?” 


"Unlike you, | don't keep psychic tabs of everyone's comings and goings." Metal shifted in his hands, no longer 
chokingly tight. Freedom. He held his fingers around the material to keep up the ante. "Nor do | care for your 
continued attempts at national security." Had his hands been free, the last two words would have had air 
quotes around them. 

"That was our concern once, long ago, but not now. There is no CIA, no FBI, no NSA, no DHS.." Shadow continued 
like this for a few minutes, decrying the former agencies of the former U.S. government. Buck refocused his 
attention to Shadow's Broca's area, and gradually exerted energy on him until he was blithering on without 
care. Lowering his inhibitions, breaking his guard. The wonders one could do when their hands were in motion, 
albeit obscured. 

Shadow's voice broke through suddenly. "You think our mission is security, Veranite? That we're so outdated 
still?" 


He's boned lke a saint, Buck thought. "Where are you going with this?" 

"That you," replied Shadow, slowly removing his obsidian shades, "know nothing about the world you inhabit" His 
eyes had an unnerving glow to them, one that came from inside and made both the whites and yellowish 
corneas appear in neon. "That the woman you follow is a liar, a cheat, a false prophetess..." 

Buck rolled his eyes. Same old song-and-dance, this whole mess was. Hostage, weird place, Vera is a bitch, et 
cetera, until- he was alone. 

For all his focus on Shadow he hadn't noticed the other shadow-men had left, and it was just him and this 
fucker in the middle of whatever this facility was, and is that why they wear the shades? Their eyes just glow 
ike that, all the time? His eyes radiated until they were blinding while the rest of the space dimmed around 
him. 

If it was an illusion or not, Buck didn't care. The best he could do was shut his eyes tight and throw every 
ounce of psychic energy he had back at Shadow, who countered with a force-wave of his own Buck was pinned 
down, unable to move his hands. The power of his mind remained, but it could only do so much if half his 
brainpower was focused on keeping his neck up so it didn't snap from the strain. If he could get one signal 
through the white noise, one force of will before his head split open... 

There was a bright flash, a moment of black, and then endless grey. 

Twisting spirals, entrails of black and off-black that swirled around Buck's head. A city, built out of ink pens 
and laminated badges, with skyscrapers rising high into a milky fog. He stood alone on a surface that couldn't 
decide if it was a cracked sidewalk or a typist sheet with symbols that came and went, forming blacked-out 
sentences about procedures he'd never heard of. 

He knew this place. Not this one, specifically, but this type. He'd done this once before. This was Shadow's mind 
palace, the manifestation of his life and thoughts and fears and whatnot. 

Buck hadn't expected it to be this normal-looking; Allen's subconscious was a mess of half-remembered 
melodies and personal demons, things he desperately didn't want to remember. There were paths, but they 
functioned more as vague wormholes than streets. It wasn't nearly this thought-out. 

A spectre of a car passed by Buck, solar wind mussing up his hair as it went. 

Sensing no direction, no psychic pull, Buck started off in a random direction. The buildings around him appeared 
perfectly straight, yet warped as he walked, matching his perspective to ridiculous degrees until they bent like 
rubber bands. Storefronts had titles ripped straight from Shadow's id: KILL THE BASTARD. FIDELITY. YOUR 
DEATH WILL BE HONORED. GODHOOD OF BALTHAZAR. 


The last one stuck out to him. That name. Vera had mentioned it before, in a vision, with deep disgust every 
time it crossed her lips. At the time, she'd said, they were a dead religion, killed off in the Last Psychic War 
when she made her final stand. If they'd returned.. 

Another few cars passed by, approximations of checker cabs that were perpetually blurry, even while stopped. 
One braked hard and stopped at the pavement right in front of Buck, back door swinging open on its own. "Mr. 


Bauer," said a random shadow-man, leaning halfway out. "Mr. Gerret wishes to speak with you." 


The sidewalk was empty. "Right now?" Buck asked. 

"It is urgent." 

Rule of thumb when in someone else's mind palace: commit to the bit, no matter how strange. Buck got in, 
vertigo hitting him when the seemingly small car stretched out into a luxurious saloon, a veritable TARDIS. 
(Buck doubted that Shadow had ever seen Doctor Who) 

He was seated on plush leather, a drink handed his way. Something sparkling, hard to tell in the dim light of the 
cabin. Tinted windows obscured the warped city, which began to bend in on itself as the car took off down the 
street. 

Another shadow-man sat opposite Buck. Gerret, perhaps. He too had the black-on-black combo; perhaps it was 
some symbol of higher ranks. "Good meeting, Bauer?" he intoned. "Director Colby playing nice with the senior 
offs?" 

"Sure," Buck replied, speaking on autopilot. "The Santiago op went well. If everything goes according to plan, 
Pinochet will be in full power by the end of the year. We won't have to worry about opposition for a long time, 
at least from the Left. They're all but quashed" 

"That so?" 

"Indeed." 

"Felt good to get away from the office, | bet" Gerrets tone was light, verging on a joke, but his face never 
shifted from a dead-straight stare. 

"So dry down there. | almost started to miss the Big Apple rain" Buck glanced out the window, expecting to see 
a sudden downpour. He caught a glimpse of his half-translucent reflection It wasn't his face staring back, but 
Shadow's. This was a memory, not a construct as he'd assumed. 

He continued, "I think I'd rather have stayed; you wouldn't believe the size of the stack that greeted me when | 
touched the tarmac. All the money in the world and we can't get a single secretary to push the papers for 
us." 

"Yes, yes.. so. How is progress on MPET.?" 

The name unfolded itself in Buck's mind Mayhem Protocol for the End Times. "Fine enough." 

"fine enough isn't acceptable, Bauer. | need progress reports." 

"I haven't had the time, sir. | can assure you that work is under way already. In fact, FORTUNE. connected 
the Camp Verde facility to the grid yesterday. By November the first terminus will be open 


Gerret smirked. "Good man, you are. | know you won't let us down" 
"Are we to continue the anti-Veranite procedures?" 
"Of course, yes. We can't rely on the war to take them out. | trust you've begun surveillance protocols, yes?" 


"More than that. At least two temples have been raided already-" 


[Vesus, what? Buck thought] 
"-and we've implemented active tracking for over a hundred individuals, up to and including civilian plants. No 


loose end will go uncut. With your aid, of course, we can cover our bases further" 


"You're asking for support now." Gerret laughed a humorless laugh. "Funny you say that, since | was considering 
transferring you to our more funded section" 

"Send me to FORTUNE?" 

"You've taken control of the MPT. operations, for the most part. Doesn't pay to keep you under CLA. payroll 
when you hardly spend any time in Langley, does it? That is, of course, if you're willing to give yourself for a 
greater cause than your country. After all, you will be the arbiter of its downfall if you accept" 

‘| understand the stakes, sir." Bauer considered this, an external thought process that manifested as words 
swirling in the drink in Buck's hand. "I just want your assurance | won't be caught in the flash when you give 


the order to drop the first thermo." 


"I think you've got it wrong. This won't be a thermo war." 
"You said-" 


Gerret's expression took on a particularly harsh edge. "I said nothing." The lights in the parlor dimmed, flickered 
unevenly. "Words will not be put in my mouth by you or anyone else, Bauer. No, the truth is a bit muddier 
than that. You won't have the clearance to learn it until you accept your position, however." 

It was nearly black in the parlor, save for an unnatural glow from behind Gerret's shades. 

"So, then, yes or no?" 

"Yes," Buck/Bauer replied. "I'm ready." 

The cab slowed to a halt, one door snapping open "Go ahead. They're waiting for you in Zenith 2X" 

Buck's drink disappeared before he could hand it off. He put one foot out of the car's threshold, expecting 
concrete, or perhaps another white-tile facility like he'd woken up in, and instead was met with nothing. 

He lost his balance and fell, hard, straight down into an endless pit. Ghosts of typewriters and bullet casings 
passed him by, like a twisted descent into Wonderland, until the sheer black all around melted into a starry 
night sky and he crashed into the ocean of some foreign planet. Cold shock hit, momentarily freezing his 
nerves. These weren't the warm waters of Europa he'd grown accustomed to in visions; no, this was briny, 
ice-cold. Light streamed from above, suggesting direct atmospheric contact. 

Buck tried to swim upward, but found some force pulling him to the bottom. He felt constricted, yet the water 
left space around him, allowing him to breathe freely. 

Deeper, deeper into frigid depths he fell, hands growing number by the second. He wondered what this was all 
building to, what use Shadow's memories served him. The cold hit a terminal point, freezing his blood in place, 
until light formed around him and he landed, perfectly dry, in a chair not unlike the one he'd been tied to a 
moment prior. 

The ocean was gone, replaced by a tacky burnt-orange argyle meeting room, the kind he supposed normal 
people with normal jobs worked in every day of their lives. The walls were made up of wood panels that 
reminded him of a sunburst Fender. 

A mile-long table sat before him. Another shadow sat at the other end, looking displeased. 

"I know what you are," he spoke, lips not moving. Or perhaps they were; it was hard to tell from this distance. 
Stay calm. "That so?" Buck replied, voice echoing. 


"That woman doesn't tell you anything, does she?" There was a sound like grinding metal, a twisted laugh of 
some kind. "Unlike her, we know all." 

Buck deadpanned, "You know everything.” He wanted to facepalm, but contained himself. "What, you FORTUNE. 
men?" 

"We are far beyond that terran group. We exist at the furthest reaches of existence, the thinnest spirals of 
galaxies and crevices in the continuum of matter. The-" 

"Stop." 


The shadow froze. "Pardon?" 


"God, you're all--" Buck leapt up, kicking the chair aside. "You're all the fucking worst. Just sit around talking, 
talking endlessly. Why? Why don't you just kill me already? l'm here. I'm vulnerable." He was pacing up and down 
the short end of the room. "I've spent eighteen months running from your org, and every time you catch up 
you spend an hour jerking yourself before you can so much as give me a paper cut. Why? Why" -he waved 
his arms around wildly- "why any of this shit? Huh? Or is that all part of that grand plan you're all about?" 
"Um." The shadow sucked his teeth. "You're fiercer than the others said" 

"God, that's what they all say.. I'm at my wit's fucking end with you." 

“Interesting.” 

"No, it isnt" 

"You don't know what you lack, Dharma." The room began to compress, with the back end -- where the 
shadow sat -- advancing forward as if on a track The walls shrank, compressing in on themselves as Buck's 
perspective warped and the shadow grew larger, taller, morphing into an actual black space in his field of vision. 
One half of the room gave way to a view of the water, hanging over their heads as though suspended by 
glass. 

"That woman.." the shadow spoke, voice like a diamond being ground. "She tells you of the future, but speaks 
not of the past. She knows not of her own creation, of the forces that dreamt her into being." 

"Oh, shut the-" 


"Moreover, she lies to you. She presents the world through her lens. What do you know of your future, hm?" 


‘lm not telling you shit" Should've just left when | had the chance, Buck thought. 

"You can break off from me at any time, Veranite, and yet you don't. You want to know; some hidden part of 
your brain is begging for forbidden knowledge. For some truth beyond the capability of your understanding.” 
"| know the truth." 


"Hers? Or history as it happened?" 

The constricting sensation returned. Buck felt his lungs squeeze, pressed flat against the wall. The shadow was 
unfolding himself into a decidedly inhuman form, extra limbs and mouths taking shape. Six eyes set in place of 
two, skin mottling around them. 

Balthazar. 

The room dropped out of existence one wall at a time, leaving behind two figures floating in empty space and a 
vision of Earth set miles beneath them. 

"She showed you fhis The Seeding," the monster spoke. Below him, an armada of ships approached Earth, little 
silver things with glassy domes. "When the Geminari left their world for fear of persecution, fanatics that 


they were. She never told you who sought after them, did she?" 


Buck didn't respond, as he was stuck midair, constricted to the point of barely being able to move his eyes 
enough to face the being. Somehow it was less painful than listening to the shadow's endless droll. 

"It was we, the real arbiters of truth in this universe. Whereas your woman sees only order, what is as she 
calls guided in existence, | thrive on the force of entropy. Chaos. Unpredictability, to contrast your endless 
prophesizing." 


The view of Earth zoomed in rapidly, into the streets of Manhattan circa 1910. Prosperity loomed large and 
most buildings stood intact, glass panes like mirrors. A facility on the edge of the river, far from the bustling 
center, came into view. Yet another boardroom meeting, this one with a full house, a packed table of suits 
passing papers around and exchanging coded terms to the point of nigh-imcomprehersibility. What little was 
said in plain English was still passed in a low whisper, without context. 


n" 


. The plans are set in motion, we cant exactly..." 


n 


.. course | built a bunker. Back in ‘62, when Kennedy almost ended it. Aren't you prepared?" 


n" 


. death is to be expected No reason fo assume...” 


n" 


.. chairman of the Bell Operating Companies is on line six, sir.." 
". will get in, no one will get out. Ever." 

One suit at the head of the table, similar in appearance to Balthazar's human shell, sat in silence. His head 
swam with endless thoughts, of his plans for the next five years. Buck watched them form in real time: start 
national fears. It's easy to buy into the Red Scare. Those damn commies, well, they just managed to get ahead 
of us. We don't know how. Maybe they snuck in and stole our plans for weapons of horrific destruction. Don't 
trust your neighbor, they may be the traitor. Your gov, too, they've failed you, failed to protect you. And the 
rest of the world, they're bad. Kill. Live and let die, whatever that Brit said. The force from the blast won't kill 
you, no, the thermo wave will. Little do they know.. 

Schematics passed around the table. Explosives, powerful enough to destroy power stations and raised 
highways but compact enough to fit in a briefcase. Missiles with impressive blast radii that packed no real 
nuclear punch. Placebo bombs. Drills that could cut through undersea cables. Fabricated generals. Shooting 
locations for fake proxy wars. National panics. Rations. Fear and loathing and death and chaos, chaos fucking 
insanity. The end of normalcy. 

A fictional apocalypse, planned out in black ink. 

"l. don't understand," Buck managed to say. "Why are you.. showing me... this?" 

"| exist as the source of news, of all knowledge now and forever. Even to my enemies | do not deny a chance 
of enlightenment. In your case, | may succeed in a conversion" 


"Not a goddamn chance." 


Balthazar made no reply. 

The constricting force increased, hitting a painful peak. Every part of Buck's being hurt at once, then melted 
into numbness, bones crushing, and with his last moments of consciousness he knew he'd met his end. 

He breathed his last, scream lost in a vacuum void. 

A series of explosions rang out across the desert, resounding in Eric's ears. It would be a miracle, he thought, 
if he came out of this battle without hearing damage. Even the shows they played in the prewar days paled in 


comparison to the cacophony around him. 


Six hours of skirmishes had turned day into night, but the heat of a thousand exhaust pipes and brush fires 
rendered the desert an eternally firey hellscape, not even safe from the cold of the night. The silo had 
survived, despite the Godhood's best attempt at a crusading reclamation. By now the dirt was littered with the 
bodies of Balthazarian and Santos alike, mixed in with the mutilated remains of a vamp pack that had butted in 
while following the scent of blood. 

Eric crouched behind a row of sandbags (redundant in a sandy world), shotgun clutched to his chest. He had 
four rounds left in one pocket and a crate of more stashed somewhere on the ass-opposite end of the fight. In 
between dodging bullets and defending his men he'd managed to separate himself from every ally and shelter 
he had. All he had now was his radio and a shallow, leaking cut on his left leg. 

He waited, listening for approaching footsteps. Only the crackling of desert fires could be heard this far out. He 
slipped his radio out, checked the signal, and spoke into it, "How's it looking out there?" 

Static for some twenty seconds, then Allen's voice cut through. "Fucking awful" 

"No shit. How many've we lost yet?" 


"Six, | think, not counting that damn kid No one's unscathed." 
"What happened to him? You didn't kill him yourself, did you?" 


"Nah. He died on his own terms. Found his glasses and what | think was his arm covered in bites. Not that I care." 
An agonized scream could be heard in the background. "Kimball was the first to go, rest his soul” 
"Shit. You take an informant?" 


"This one might be a" -- another scream, this one more distant -- "this one might come around." 

"The hell are you doing?" 

‘information exchange. God- er, shit, Vera Vera knows we won't get another chance if we manage to drive these 
guys out by morning" 

"| meant what are you doing to him" 

"Fingernails." 


"Are you back at the base? Where'd you get--" 


‘found the pliers in that box of tools the kid had This might be a useless effort, lke earlier, but he seems at least 
mildly cooperative. If he tells me anything of substance HI get back fo you" 


| thought you didn't like to deal with the raiders. Y'know, left that part to me." 


‘Not always." Allen's voice dropped, almost disappearing beneath the static. "This isn’t a raider. He's a shadow- 
man." 

"You're kidding," Eric deadpanned. 

"Why do you think | even bothered to bag him? If anyone knows anything, its him. Like | said, Im not letting an 
opportunity like this pass me by." 

"Don't fuck him up foo bad, just in case" 

A mass of metal slammed into the sandbag wall, flying right over Eric's head and throwing him a few feet to 
the side. Gleaming chrome skidded across the sand and stopped just short of another brush fire. Four inches 


closer and a piece of his skull would've gone with it. 


The radio, dropped and doused with sand, crackled. "Fuck was that?" 

Eric sat still for a moment, struggling to catch his breath. The front wheel, stuck in the air, spun gently, then 
slowed to a stop. 

"Eric, dammit, don't go dying on me." 

He dove for the radio. "Raider. Mounted. Did a suicide dive over the retaining wall with his Harley. His brain's all 


over the sand." 


‘Lucky it's not yours. Did the cycle survive?" 

"Dunno." Cautiously, Eric approached the cycle, stepping over the carnage, bits of bone and muscle. "Engine, 
radiator's intact. Little battered up, no surprise there. Fender's gone, but that looks like old damage." He gripped 
one handlebar and pulled the bike upright. "If you hear engines approach, it's me." 

‘Keep in touch, you got it? HI see you on the other side, Bloom." Allen cut off, presumably to focus on his 
interrogation efforts. 

The front fork was a bit dented, the wheel treads were ingrained with rocks, and on startup the engine gnarled 
like a dying man, but aside from that it ran decently well. Eric tore off across the dirt, kicking up a mountain 
of dust and ash as he went. He was less concerned now about attracting attention, on your own, any sign of 
life was a death sentence. Mounted, though, you were practically invincible. Bullets deflected off of you. You 
were intimidating, instantly a higher caste than the peasants around you. 

It also gave you the advantage of being a thousand times more dangerous. 

There were levels to mounted combat, stages of development that had rapidly evolved over a year and a half. 
Weaker specimens tended to the modern joust, holding some spear aloft as they charged a hapless target. 
They reveled in the slick sound a post made when struck through someone's chest cavity at sixty mph, but 
also screamed in similar agony when their pike did the same to them. It's harder than it looks to hold a ten- 
foot pole in the front of a cycle in such a way that it doesn't slip out of your hands or stab you in return, 
and if you let your arm down for even a second you run the risk of tripping the bike and sending your head 
straight into the ground. 

Those whose brains hadn't been terribly irradiated tended to the handgun, with one arm held aloft and one on 
the bars. This method saw greater success overall in terms of not accidentally killing yourself, but required 
the concentration and aim of an Olympic-level sharpshooter, traits that most raiders did not possess. This also 
applied to double teams -- sidehacker riders or snipers perched on the back pegs. They were effective in 
practice, but doubly vulnerable. Net zero gain 

Eric had a method all to his own, which involved hooking the barrel of a sawed-off shotgun between the bars 
and timing bumps in the terrain to his shots to prevent the recoil jostling the wheel too hard and throwing 
him off balance. The one trick was the reload, a matter of snapping the barrel open and slipping a load in 
without dropping the damn thing, a maneuver not entirely unlike giving the A-string peg a half turn while 
switching the humbucker on and sustaining a power chord with your other hand. 

(In between blowing some sucker's head off from a hundred feet Eric felt a sudden pang of loss, a yearn for 
the prewar times he hadn't felt for months) 

In a short time he crossed half the battlefield, one mile of a circular five-mile radius that for hours now had 
been populated only with muzzle flashes and shouts of code-talk Aside from one raider with a gun, all activity 
on the western side of the silo had ceased On the other side of a defensive sandbag line, though, the northern 
front, a rising din of shouts and gunshots assaulted his senses. 


The noise covered the engine roar, allowing him a hidden attack. He skidded to a stop, resting the cycle against 
the retaining wall. He didn't care if it was stolen at this point. He pulled his last waterpack out of his pocket, 
downed it, and let the rest splash over his face. Didn't pay to be dehydrated at a time like this. 

The silo was close. He could make it. Three rounds. 

Eric jumped the wall, bags slipping and breaking open as he did. His leg cried out in pain, but he gritted through 
it, didn't let it slow him down for a second. Three heads turned in his direction: two vamps, faces caked with 
sand and blood, and a.. 

A shadow-man, 

Cold fear ran down Eric's spine. He hadn't seen a suit for months, and still they never failed to strike panic into 
him. Despite their formality they were impossible to reason with, to even get a response out of most of the 
time. He thought of Allen, who perhaps was wasting his time ripping some guy's nails off. Then again.. 

He snapped the barrel shut. "If you don't want trouble," he gritted, "| suggest you get out of my way.’ 

One of the vamps lunged without second thought, clearly enticed by the fresh scent coming off Eric's still- 
bleeding leg. Eric registered the movement a half second late, raising the shotgun to shield himself at such an 
angle that it cracked against the vamp's neck, a momentary halt but enough for him to swing the gun around 
like a warclub. The comb knocked against the vamp's cheek, blood and teeth spewing onto the dirt. He felt a 
fresh cut along his cheek, vamp claw mark that he knew would scar. 

The other vamp, having decided this was all too much trouble for him, pulled his companion off the ground by 
his shoulders and ran off. 

"Tell you what," the suit said, fidgeting as though to also run away at any given moment, "I'll give you this 
watch, and you let me go." He held his wrist out. "And water, | have that too." 


"You think that's how it works around here?" 

The suit grinned. "Isn't it?" 

"Newsflash, this isn't the city." Eric spun around, whipping a second suit in the face with the gun's barrel. The 
suit crumpled like a wet rag, dropping a small, cultish blade as he did. "Figured you'd fool me, yeah?" He picked 
up the knife, examined it. "Fine craftsmanship. Silver, if | had to guess. Expensive. Do you want this back?" 


"Yes...2" 


It made a clean arc in the air as Eric threw it straight into the suits chest. Red blossomed over his once 
pristinely pressed white shirt. He didn't bother to retrieve it a second time; he had to keep moving, towards 
the epicenter of the chaos. 

Beyond a makeshift wall of shrub that had long since stopped burning, reduced to ash and pulp, the true fight 
was under way. Every man had taken unto himself a weapon, be it a shovel barely held together with fraying 
tape or a wooden bat with a dozen nails driven into it. They fought back against the vamp horde with 
whatever they could get their hands on, wasting no material in their skirmishes. Even a single nail could 
become a killing tool, driven through an eye or skull at the right moment. 

Every now and again the intoxicating smell of gasoline wafted through the scene, punctuated by some idiot on 
one side or another plowing through, spear in hand, only to be tripped a moment later and have his machine 
take out four men for the price of one. In that regard it seemed an advantage that the offense outnumbered 


the defense: it meant more chances for self-sacrifice, unintentional victories for their opponents. 


The silo loomed large over the battlefield, a monolith glowing like a lighthouse against a dark ocean. Eric's final 
destination, the finish line for crossing the fronts ahead of him. 

He fought as he went, throwing caution to the wind. his usual method of strafing and keeping constant lookout 
both in front of and behind himself was forgotten in favor of a straight, direct charge, bashing whoever was 
in his way and continuing on without finishing the job. For a siege this bad, the end goal was not ‘kill everyone in 
sight, but rather ‘find some way to make them all fuck off! In some cases, though, the most effective 
method for the latter was, indeed, killing as many grunts as you could see. With three rounds left, Eric picked 
speed over slaying. 

In minutes he was nearly there, maddeningly close to the silo. Four raiders and some other unidentified person 
had been felled by the butt-end of his shotgun, and one round was spent on taking out another suit. All that 
was left now was to- 

Bang! 

A fireball erupted from one of the storage sheds, throwing Eric off his stride. The world went silent, then 
muted, sound layered under six tracks of ringing. Douglas was standing in front of him, saying something that 
was lost to his ears. He tried to read the other man's lips. The penetrator- no. 

The generator. Oh, the generator blew. Shit. 

Burning chunks of wood and half-melted metal sheets fell across the battlefield, taking with them heads and 
arms. Eric ducked, just barely missing a piece of broken glass. Seemed everything wanted his head today. 
Pandemonium set in, each man running his own way and disregarding his fellow soldiers. Some were on fire, 
flames licking at their flammable polyester and melting their jackets right off of them; they crashed into their 
companions, begging for help, only for the hot goop to get on them, too, a vicious cycle of horrific third- 
degree burns. 

A hand was grabbing him, pulling him to the side. Into the silo, safety from the rain of fire. It was Allen, saying 
something. Even without the cacophony outside the noise in Eric's ears was still Who-concert loud, 

"Brx'uh qrw jrqad eholhyh zkdw L irxqg xsvwdluv," Allen said, leading Eric up to the top floor. "Wkh nlg irxqg lw, 
dfwxdoob. L mxvw-" 

"Hey, man," Eric replied, voice sounding thick. "| have no idea what you're saying." 

"Zkdw? Rk, ‘fdxvh ri whe explosion?" 

"Yeah, that." 

"Brx jrqqd be alright?" 


"Eventually, | think so. Or not. Where are you taking me?" 

Allen didn't reply until they got to the computer room, since going up ladders meant facing away from Eric, 
and he didn't feel like screaming his lungs out. 

Once beyond the hatch, Eric said, "What the hell is this?" There was a new buzzing in his ears, presumably 
from the mainframe, and for some strange reason it made his tinnitus more bearable. 

"Computer systems. Radar. | think the shadow-men built this." 

"You think? Who else has this kind of funding?" 


Allen shrugged. "Still don't know why, or why here. Or why that kid knew how to turn it back on 


"| thought you said it yourself, he was of the enemy." 

"| said of the Balthazarians, not the shadows." Allen pried open a panel on one side of the mainframe, revealing 
a turnkey slot. "Check if there's another one." 

Eric felt around, finding panels housing wires and plugs. "Maybe the kid ran for the shadows and did his cult 
stuff on the side. | think |.." He dug his nails under a sheet of metal and pulled. "Here it is. You find the keys 


anywhere?" 
"PHE. No." 


The two felt around for their switchblades. Of all the raider tricks this one was the first learned and most 
essential of all. Better than a paperclip, a blade could work its way through any lock you set yourself upon, 
aside from those nasty little ones that begged for a bent-up paperclip, an object that didn't exist anymore. 
With some fiddling, the blades were set in the locks. 

"Okay," Allen muttered. "On three. One-" 


"Do you even know what this will do?" 


"No. Two." 
"Three." 


One twist of the wrist later, a set of overhead emergency lights kicked on. The miniscule electrical hum grew 
louder, steadier, a constant vibration like a detuned bass guitar. In the new light the complexity of the 
computer system came into full view. Cords and microchips in every possible spot, screens simultaneously 
tracking the movement of every entity outside, running weather diagnostics, and tracking time in five cities. 
Several screens remained off, with no clear controls. 


"That shadow you bagged, is he still here?" asked Eric. 


"Downstairs, yeah." 
"Maybe we can ask him how to run this thing." 


Allen sucked his teeth. "About that." 


The shadow was lying prostate on the second floor, white foam spilling out of his rigor mortis-ed mouth. His 
shades had fallen off, revealing bloodshot, unnaturally yellow eyes. 

"Right after you hung up, he cracked a tooth," Allen explained. "I couldn't get a word out of him. Kind of wasted 
my time." 

"Did you keep his fingernails?" 


"Yeah." 


"At least you got something out of it. All| got was a claw to the face." 


"Sure. Should we move him-" 


The shadow's head suddenly burst open, red liquid and whitish chunks spewing out and spilling through the gaps 
in the floor. 

"-or wait until he dries." 

Unbeknownst to them, at the same time as they were shaking blood off their legs for what felt like the 
eighteenth time that day, every shadow still left in the fight also experienced the unique death of spontaneous 
cranial combustion. Bodies clogged the ground, leaving sick pools of human gunk. A vulture feast come morning, 
or one for the vamps now. 

Or not, actually. As Allen and Eric stepped outside, drawn by noises of celebration from their crew, they 
witnessed a natural miracle stranger than anything Wild Kingdom would ever have come up with: a vamp 
retreat. They fled in packs, skipping over the numerous puddles of human bits, not even bothering to hiss at a 
passing Santos. Waterpacks were dropped, ammo cases left behind On their way out, fast 


"So... what," Eric said to himself. "What is this. Was there something in that switch we flipped..2" 


‘lm thinking mass hysteria" 
"Is there any alcohol in this base? | need a fucking drink." 


"What you need is to stop bleeding in multiple places." 


"That can wait." 

Buck jolted awake, breathing hard. There was dust in his mouth, which he unsuccessfully tried to spit out. His 
head pulsed with a brain-split headache, consequence of psychic exertion 

The facility was gone. He was alone in the midst of the desert, blanket of stars overhead and nothing around 
for miles. If the astral positions were anything to go off of, then he'd been gone.. what, four days? Not bad. 
Certainly better than the San Diego incident. How much of that time was just spent in that fucker's psyche, he 
didn't know. 

Or, better question which also had no answer, how was he back here, in the same spot he'd been in before the 
shadows grabbed him? 

He stood wearily, watching the moon as it slowly crossed the sky. Gemini sat amongst the stars over his head, 
ever his guardian. From the same direction he felt a pull, almost intangible. More than just a feeling it was a 
signal that he latched on to, a string of information. 16 miles, this way. Not long Salvation awaits you. Your path 
is sate. 

A quiet walk would be nice, Buck thought as he stood. Give him time to think over.. everything. 

If the end had been fake, then what was real? The rad zones up in the north certainly weren't, if Gerret's 
remark about thermo bombs had been true. They'd been so desperate to leave Seattle for that very reason, 
now, it almost seemed they would've been safer waiting out the fake radiation than fighting to survive out in 
the wilderness. 

Vera's involvement with all of this still didn't add up. She and Balthazar were mortal enemies, survivors on 
opposing ends of a generational conflict, but there had to be more to it than that. If what his enemy said was 
anything to go by -- his notion of order and chaos -- coupled with something Vera had told him once, it 
seemed frighteningly clear to Buck that he was now the world's last defense against the true end. 

This fake apocalypse was only the beginning of something much larger, much deadlier. Earth was next in the 


long line of planets conquered by the Godhood of Balthazar, and Buck was now its protector. 


The thought alone was suffocating. 

A low grumble broke Buck from his thoughts. A cluster of lights was approaching, moving parallel to him and 
the signal he followed. He watched it pass from a comfortable distance; raiders, stripped of their leathers, 
shoulders slumped. They held makeshift torches that burned dim, illuminating ghastly wounds on their faces. 
Some perched on damaged cycles, engines crying out for death and low on gas. 

He slipped past them, undetected, and carried on. 

Some strange source of light rose on the horizon, bright like the moon. The signal grew stronger the closer 
Buck got to it. Whether it was a trap or a deliberate move by allies, he didn't know. Frankly, he didn't care, 
either. Any rest -- either sleep or death -- seemed preferable at this point. 

The terrain shifted as he crossed a line of sandbags, heat somehow rising despite the cold of night. There 
were craters, burnt pools, bodies yet to be disposed of or feasted on by vultures. A hard smell of gasoline 
lingered, and still-burning pools of the stuff were scattered around. Footsteps were heard here and there, but 
Buck went on unnoticed and in turn saw no movement around him. 

The signal cut out when he stepped into the silo. Maybe it was a trap after-- 

"Buck?" 


He turned around, face-to-face with Eric, who looked worse for wear, shades askew and face cut. 
"Hey," Buck said, casually. "l'm back" At this point his returns from abduction were to be expected, joyous but 


all-too-common events. 


Eric threw his arms around the other man in a tight, quick hug, then pulled back and held him by the 
shoulders. "Good to see you." 


"To say the least." 


Allen appeared beside the two, fresh bandage on his arm. "Was it the Outlanders again? Or one of those militia 
groups this time?" 

“Balthazarians and, get this, the fuckers from FORTUNE" 

"The Bouchards?" 


"No, they weren't there,” Buck lied. The betrayal by their former bandmates was still a sore subject. "But 
apparently, those two have been one and the same the whole time. The men in black are just glorified cultists." 
"That just complicates things, doesn't it?" Eric grumbled. "Cause those two don't always overlap, far as I've 
seen The ones that got you in San Diego were just suits, and the ones who asses we just kicked were both, 
but mostly non-govs, so-" 

Allen cut in, "Lets figure this out later, yeah? Whitehead found some food reserves in the basement, and 


they've got a bonfire lit out back. Crazy as it sounds, | think we can relax for once." 
The trio exchanged glances. 
"Yeah." 


"Sure." 


"Cool." 


“Sounds good" 
"| haven't actually eaten in four days, so, yeah." 
"What?" Eric and Allen said in unison. Eric added, "What the hell were you doing?" 


"l." Buck hesitated. His thoughts swirled, fears and memories mixing together. There was too much to tell and 
not enough words for it, and above all a revelation too heavy for simple dinner conversation. "| dont want to 


get into it." 


The others didn't press as they walked outside. 

The fire was bright orange, comfortably warm and bright against the darkness. Cans of stale beer were 
passed around, followed by freeze-dried meat slabs and cans of beans. Tongues of flame licked their food, 
touched the tips of their hands, a subtle reminder of the dangers they'd overcome and the battle they'd just 
won. Stories were told with great drama, grand tales of bikers and magic with bits of real life sprinkled in. 
More than anything, it was a breath, a chance to forget. The dead had been buried already; now their lives 
were celebrated, remembered with valor and drink. Their souls would depart off to the Great Depths, the 
reward for the brave and loyal, the only good afterlife that existed. 

Late into the night, when the beers were gone and the sun out on the horizon, a pale figure appeared beside 


Buck. Half-translucent, he watched the movement of the moon through her shoulders. 
"Fancy seeing you here," he joked. "Could've used your guidance the other day." 


"You didn't need it," Vera replied. "I'm very impressed with you, you know." 


"So you know what happened.” 


"I know what you saw. You managed to fight off a mind-meld with a being far more powerful than you can 
even comprehend, and for the most part came out unscathed" 

"Am |?" 

"Memories are one thing, as is knowledge. You're lucky that thing didn't fry you from the inside out." 

| suppose.” Buck poked the fire once for good measure. "I've got to get to Phoenix now. Just when we've 


settled down I've got to go back on the run 
"Indeed." 


"You're not sending me there to die, are you?" 

Vera balked. "Why would | do such a thing?" 

"Wouldn't be your fault. I'm just afraid that between Balthazar and his minions, and whoever else wants to 
throw their hat into the ring, l'm a moving target. Liable to be killed any minute now." He curled in on himself, 
knees pressed to his chest. "Whichever way any of this ends, | just feel like it'll be bad, no matter what. There 


is no good end." 


"Not for heroes, there never is." 

Buck and Vera stared at one another. He knew of her life in the same way she knew his; she was a sole 
survivor, fighting force of a forbidden religion. She'd given up everything -- her home, her people, her physical 
being -- to keep dark vanquishers at bay, and for her strife history had forgotten her. Yet she remained 
content, satisfied by the success of knowing that worlds would be safe because of her efforts, thankless 
though her gestures were. 

It wasn't a reassurance, but it was.. something. Something to latch onto, to keep his fears at bay. He'd deal 
with those, like Allen said, later. Not now. Now was the endless sun, the time for rest. 

He watched as Vera faded away in the light of the sunrise and settled into sleep. 


